FREEDOM  IN EDUCATION
W
ITHOUT some preliminary explanation of these historic currents, it is
difficult to understand the present system, which has been described as
a chaos, but a chaos out of which order is constantly emerging. In an earlier
volume of this series Mr. G. M, Young described the Board of Education in
similar language * as a model of organic evolution from almost invisible be-
ginnings, through a youth tormented by the strain of sectarian animosity into
a mellow and untroubled middle life/ The Board has existed for forty years,
but it maintains no schools, except by an accident of history the Royal College
of Art, South Kensington—and this has its own governing council. It neither
prescribes nor publishes text-books, nor does it employ or pay teachers* It
does, however, pay about;half the cost of education and shares with local
authorities the responsibility for all new buildings and in general for the shape
and progress of policy.
How then does it exert its influence ? The answer is, mainly by suggestion.
For many years the Board has issued a monumental work entitled 4 Suggestions
for Teachers/ revising it from time to time* In the original prefatory memo-
randum these words occur :—4 uniformity in details of practice (except in the
routine of school management) is not desirable, even if it were attainable/ Yet
this volume indirectly affects the whole school curriculum* Similarly a booklet
called 4 Suggestions for the Planning and Building of Public Elementary
Schools ' has materially affected school construction. Again each year a series
of informative pamphlets are issued on different aspects of education, such as
new experiments at home and overseas or teaching method* But most im-
portant of all, the Board employs a band of inspectors whose names are little
known to the general public, though the title HJMLL (His Majesty's Inspector,
for they are appointed by the Crown) is more familiar* They move quietly
among the schools befriending teachers and keeping an eye on standards,
buildings, new methods and text-books* It is on the basis of their reports
that the Board takes suitable action and issues its pamphlets* Finally the
Board is fortunate in having one unique piece of government machinery, the
Consultative Committee, This is a long-time thinking and planning body,
representative of a wide variety of educational interests; it has produced,
for example, the Hadow and Spens Reports, which have already had a profound
influence on educational thought and organization,
But the local authorities are free within wide limits to plan their own edu-
cational arrangements. What are the statutory requirements ? I can find little
more than this: ' it is the duty of the parent of every child between the ages of
five and fourteen to cause the child to receive elementary instruction in reading,
writing and arithmetic/ The law operates not on the school but on the parent
and does not directly order school attendance. Behind the Habitation of this
requirement there is no doubt some tenderness for the private school as a pos^
siblc form of property and a very real regard for the margin of free choice for
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